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XI. An Account of a Storm of Thunder and 
Lightning, near Ludgvan in Cornwall, in 
a Letter from the Rev. Mr. Wm. Borlafe, 
M. A, F. R. S. to the Rev. Dr. Lyttelton, 
Dean of Exeter. 

Revd Sir, Ludgvan, Feb. r, 1753. 

Read Feb. 15.Q I N C E you have received only a fliort 
I7S3 ' t^ an ^ general account of the lightning 
in my neighbourhood on the ao of December laft, I 
fend you the notes, which I took on the fpot> in 
which, you will excufe me, altho' I mould be too mi- 
nutely circumanal, for fear I mould omit any thing, 
which might contribute ever fo little to give you, at 
this diftance, a juft idea of what happen'd. 

About 8 that morning, I perceived the fky all of 
a fudden overeaft in the eaft with very dark and red 
angry clouds - T and during the continuance of the 
clouds, the wind very boifterous. Thefe clouds pafs'd 
away, and at intervals we had clear blue fky, and 
then large clouds again, attended with cold fhowers. 
About a quarter before twelve, there was neither 
rain nor wind, but funfhine. However, fome flying 
thin clouds were at this time obferv'd to join, and 
form a body in the north-weft > and then enfued one 
of the moft fhocking peals of thunder I ever heard, 
attended here at Ludgvan with much lightning, but 
it did no harm. It was fo alfo, in the high grounds 
of St. Hillary (next parifh to this on the eaft) where 
a gentleman travelling found all the downs round 
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htm on ft fudden full of lightnteg, but was rather 
frighted than hint. Bat this thunder-cloud broke 
about three miles to the weft of this place, in the fide 
of Moelfra hill, in the parifh of Maddern, where the 
marks of it (when I trac'd themj were as in the fol- 
lowing Sketches. 

The firft traces were an incifion, or fcratch, made 
in die turf, about three inches wide, and two deep, 
where the lightning coming up from the fouth-weft 
at ji 9 paffing through the bank B; and ifluing out 
of the bank in three ftreams^ which united again at 
C, turn'd away to the north at D. About ten paces 
to the north of thefe breaches there are more marks of 
the fame kind, but not in the fame direction; for the 
lightning here came from the ncnth- weft, and, pafling 
upwards, I obferved the furrow, which it had made, to 
grow wider, and fomewhat deeper, as it gain'd upon 
the hill, efpecially where it met with bank or ftone; 
and feme banks were five feet wide, which had their 
tops untouched, but were pierced thro* as with a bultet, 
Tnis fecond furrow was (as all the reft) not in a ftrait 
line, but in a vermicular dire&ion, and with its turn- 
ings led us to a Karn, or ledge of flat rocks, JB. 
Here the lightning paffing parallel to the fide of the 
Karn, H 9 L> came in a dkedlion from weft by north, 
and meeting with a flat rock, F, J, (which in our 
country we call a quoit) ftanding on its edge, that 
fimthern part of which, jf, dhfe&ly oppofed its paf- 
fage> cut off all that end of this quoit at the dotted 
lines, fplit the quoit into two thinner ones, took off 
fevcral iplinters, and left large fpots of fulphur (whitifti 
like arfenic) on that fide, whence the fhivers were 
taken off. On the top of this quoit there is a remarkable 

incifion, 



[88 ] 

iaciiiQir, about three inches long, and as many wide, 
from which a piece oi that quok, of the lame dimen- 
fions, was carried off, and in the fame manner, as if 
a mufket-ball had been fir'd at it. The lightning 
from this rock fpread itfelf to the fouth, in two 
branches G and M breaking and rooting up fome. 
ftones, and making its way clear under others, and 
appearing again on the other fide. Thefe laft-men* 
tioned furrows w^re ten inches wide, and a foot deep ; 
befides which, we found feveral places in the hill, 
which had holes about a foot wide, and 6 or & inches 
deep, and feveral clods cut thin and clear off from 
ground: which {hews, that as this lightning went 
like darts through banks and ftones, and tore up the 
ground in many places like a ploughfhare, fo in other 
places it fpread into an horizontal thin edge, which 
feooped up and carried off the little unevenneffes of 
the turfy ground* The whole workings of this light- 
ning were in length about a furlong from weft:to eaft. 
There were feveral people not far from the hill at 
this time, whofe names I will not trouble you with* 
Two women, one half a mile, the other, but a. quar- 
ter of a mile diftant, faw a fmoke, at the Karn above- 
mentioned, as if feveral mufkets had been difcharg d 
there. A third woman, not a furlong diftant from 
the Karn,. faw the town^-place, where her houfe was* 
as it were all on fire ; and during this dreadful thun- 
der, the fheep on the hill ran to and tro, as if driven 
by a pack of dogs. This hill of Moelfra is the high- 
eft land between north and fouth fea in this part, 
about two miles from the former, and four from the 
latter. The wind was at weft, and weft-north- weft. 

This 
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The firft thunder-clap was fucceeded, in lefs than 
a quarter of an hour, by another, which broke at a 
village, in the parifti of Gullval, called Trythal, 
about a mile and half to the fouth-weft of Moelfra 
hill, and was attended with the following melan- 
choly accidents ; which, that you may the better 
apprehend, I have added a plan of the houfe, 
fhewing the different ftations of the perfons, who 
fuffered. 

Thomas Olivey, a farmer of good iubftance and 
repute, was returned from the field, about a quarter 
before twelve o' clock, and had / all his family round 
him in the kitchen, except his daughter, who was in 
the hall. There was a pan over the fire in the kitchen- 
chimney, full of boiling water. The farmer was fit- 
ting by the fire (at 1 ), and his wife on a bench before 
it (at 2) ; their only fon, 23 years of age, was land- 
ing at the window ($), when it lightened much, and 
the firft clap of thunder (fpoken of before) follow d 
This clap of thunder was fo violent here, that nothing 
was remember'd equal to it ; and the back-door of 
the kitchen (6), which open'd to the north, quiver'd 
The farmer called to his fon, and defired him not to 
ftarid fo near the window, left the lightning fliould 
hurt his eyes; upon which the young man removed 
from the window, backwards, into the corner of the 
roonC and fat down (at 3 ). For this, the apprentice- 
boy, laughing at him, was chid by his mafter, and 
luckily for him, fent out of the room, to take care of 
fomething without-doors. The lightning came from 
the weft north- weft, and, falling upon the ftack of the 
kitchen-chimney, which was about four feet fqiiarev 
and as much in height, of hew'd ftone, carried it 
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clear off from the houfe, and threw it into a pool of 
water twenty feet diftant. In the chamber over the 
kitche«, dire&ly beneath the top of the chimney, 
there was a little clofet boarded in ; all the boards 
were broken to pieces, the timbers of the roof fhat- 
ter'd; alfo the bedftead in that chamber $ of the 
chamber- partition two planks were forced, a large 
cloaths-prefs thrown, and the fouth windows of the 
chamber- floor (excepting one caferhent) all broken > 
and blown out. From the top of the chimney, and 
chamber-floor, it defcended into the kitchen below, 
where the family was : the farmer faw no lightning, 
nor heard any thunder, after the firft clap before- 
mention'd ; but, as foon as he had given thq orders 
to his apprentice-bey, as before-faid; was ffruck fenfe- 
lefs with the firft flafh, and thrown into the middle 
of the kitchen, and continued fenfelefs for a quarter of 
an hour. As foon as he came to himfelf, he afked, 
who ftruck him? but had not the ufe of his arms; 
and felt an aching pain, fhooting, as he defcribed it, 
into his bones \ and a brand-iron, which hung in the 
chimney, being thrown down into the pan of water, 
had dafh'd the boiling water upon him to that degree, 
that his life was in extreme danger for more than a 
fortnight after, 

Mrs. Olivey, fitting at (2), was ftruck down be- 
fore the hearth (13). Both her fhoes, tho* buckled 
on as ufual, were ftruck off her feet ; but her feet 
not hurt; and being neither burnt nor fenfelefs, was 
able to cry out for help, but could not move $ for 
fhe had no ufe of iter under-limbs for a day and an 
half. 

The 



C 91 ] 

The farmer's brother was at the end of a long 
table (at 4) in the fame room, and was only flung 
againft the wall, about 3 feet diftant, not hurt 

Mrs. Olivey's lifter was near the back-door (at 6) ; 
a plank of this door was ftarted, and beat in : fhe 
was ftruck fenfelefs, and thrown twelve feet off 
againft the fettle (12), which ftood againft the fouth 
wall of the houfe. 

The farmer's fon was fitting (at 3 ) ; his eoat and 

waiftcoats (for he had two on) were torn into fhreds, 

£0 that I could hardly diftinguifh where the pieces 

had formerly join'd j his ftiirt had a rent two feet 

long down the back, and was fcorch'd -, his left {hoe 

torn from his foot ; and the little toe of that foot fo 

near cut off, that it hung but by a bit of fkin ; and 

he was quite dead. But, tho' reduced to this lameat- 

able condition, as to his exterior, he was not mov'd 

from his feat, nor his face at all changed : his dog 

was lying at his feet, dead likewife, but never mov'd. 

The farmer's daughter receiv'd the fhock in the 
hall (at 7) ; was ftruck fenfelefs, but revived foon 5 
felt a trembling ail over ; her feet tickling, and 
partly benumb'd, and ftiff, as if fleeping ; but per- 
ceiving in the room a cloud of fmoke, and hearing 
her mother cry, fhe made hafte into the kitchen, 
which fhe found full of fmoke, ftinking like brim- 
ftone. The lightning had left a mark qtrite erofs the 
cUvel of the kitcheS-chimney, aboutW an inch 
wide, in an undulatipg direction, broke thro' the par- 
titions of the under-iloor, thrown down the (helves, 
carried out all the fouth windows, forced up the 
ftair-cafe, blown out the north window (10), mifs'd 
or Ipar'd a clock, which ftood clofe by the window 
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(at 11)5 and being fomewhat fpent, when it reach'd 
the hall (7), carried out the windows ; moved not 
fome Delft bafons, which were in the fouth window, 
but forced the door of a beaufet (14), at the end of 
the hail, an inch and a half inwards ; and fhook the 
eaftern wall of the houfe to the very foundation. 

I propofed only to lay before you the matter of 
fa£t, in the order of time, place, and degree, as it 
happen d ; but I cannot help admiring the different 
motions, fhapes, and effects, of this lightning. 

The clouds over Moelfra hill, and the village of 
Trythal (a fpace of a mile and a half) were fo hea- 
vily charg'd with lightning, that here they broke, 
both the firft and the fecond time, and the thunder- 
claps were within a few minutes of one another, as 
being produced but by two portions of one and the 
fame congeries. 

The general tendency of this lightning was as the 
direction of the wind at that time 5 that is> from the 
north- weft to the eaft, but where the principal ex- 
plosions were (as at the hill, and the houfe) many 
branches fpread off in all directions. 

Nor were the fhapes, in which it operated, lefs 
different than its motions. Sometimes, as it appeared 
to me at Ludgvan, it was pointed as a dart ; in fome 
places edg'd as a fey the, now but one thin fheet or 
ftream, then two or three, and then one again. Now 
it fell as feveral feparate balls of fire $ but upon the 
houfe as a large gufh, or torrent. 

It was all fire, yet of different powers, according 
to the impregnation of its feveral portions. Subtii 
and penetrating as the ele&ripal fire, it affe(£ted r 
(hock'd, and permeated, ail the human frame. Some 

parts 
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parts of it only fcorched wood, but did not melt iro^ 
as with lightning is very common : fome tore the lea- 
ther and cloaths • fome cut and wounded, and fome 
killed without wound or rent \ and other parts of 
this lightning again, upon ftone, wood, leather, cloaths, 
and fle{h, only rufh'd and fore d with the power of 
air put into a violent agitation. All this happened in 
this place, and all in an inftant : and altho* the 
cloaths were fomewhat findg'd, as well as torn, and 
the young^man's fkin round his waift was alfo fcorch'd, 
yet, from the general effe&s of this lightning in both 
places, I conclude, that it was rather fwift, and in e~ 
fiftibly piercing, than inflammatory. 

The houfe ftands very high, without tree or hill 
near it. I went thither purpofely to examine into the 
circumftances of this melancholy accident ; and, after 
I had talk'd a little with the farmer and his family, 
and they had all (for my fatisfa&ion) kindly enter'd 
into a detail of the particulars, the tears appeared in 
the eyes of fome -> others, even then, tho' almoft a 
month after the misfortune, trembled ; and all faul- 
ter'd in their fpeech, and could not go on with their 
ftory, without frequent paufes. I remain, 

S I R, 

Ludgvan, Feb. 2, Your rnoft obedient fervant^ 

*753* 

Wm. Borlaie. 
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